Introduction
How does humor help us handle the problems posed by emotionally taxing is sues such as those raised by our frequent encounters with homelessness? How does humor contribute to the process of attitude and belief formation in the crucible of everyday talk? How do people use humor to help negotiate conflict ing social identities associated with significant life transitions?
This essay addresses these questions within a broader inquiry into the role of everyday conversation in the formulation, transmission, and expression of so cial reality, and a parallel inquiry into the role of figurative language, including humor, in the accomplishment of relational and task objectives in everyday talk. Informal talk about homelessness is a particularly useful focus for this inquiry, because, like many of the underlying issues in contemporary U.S. pub lic life, the issues surrounding homelessness are complex and morally am biguous. Homelessness touches most of us in one way or another on a daily basis, arouses an ambivalent mixture of emotions, and admits no ready or easy solution. Moreover, unlike other enduring issues such as abortion rights or gun control, views about issues associated with homelessness do not yet seem to have hardened or polarized: civil conversation on the topic is still easily ac complished in ordinary social settings. Finally, homelessness is associated both with social problems of unemployment, substance abuse, and mental ill ness on the one hand and on the other hand, at least within contemporary U.S. youth subculture, with an idealistic and romantic pursuit of antimaterialism in the guise of boheme ("beat" or "hippie") lifestyles.
Humor in groups
Modern theories of humor have generally emphasized aggression and superi ority (e.g., Gruner 1997; Zillman and Cantor 1976) , contrast, incongruity, or incongruity resolution (e.g. Raskin 1985; Raskin and Attardo 1994; Suls 1972) , or tensionrelease (e.g. Lefcourt 2001 ). Citing Apter's (1982) characterization of humor as playful and paratelic (in contrast to goaloriented or telic b ehavior, Martin (2007) insists that humor is "essentially a type of mental play involving a lighthearted, nonserious attitude toward ideas and events" ( p. 1); Chiaro (1992) and Norrick (1993) make similar points. Martin concludes that aggres sion and superiority is often but not always involved in humor, and that some form of contrast or incongruity is always involved in the comprehension of humor, but he also distinguishes between the comprehension and the enjoyment of humor.
Theories of humor have often been based on and explained in terms of canned jokes, usually narratives building up to a punch line and often taken from "joke book" collections or joke pages of popular magazines (Attardo 1994; Martin 2007) . At least in part, as Martin points out, this is an issue of methodology, since naturallyoccurring humor does not readily lend itself to rigorous experimental methods. However, the theoretical understanding of humor as a communicative resource has been considerably enriched by d iscourseanalytic research on humor in conversations (e.g., Norrick 1993; Tannen 1984 ; recent examples include Everts 2003; Terrion and Ashforth 2002) . Humor has been analyzed both in workplace groups (Holmes and Marra 2002; Plester and Sayers 2007; Terrion and Ashford 2002) , and in informal conversations among friends (Tannen 1984) and within family groups (Everts 2003; Norrick 1993) .
It is evident that humor often plays a complex role ingroup interactions (A ttardo 1994; Martin 2007; Tannen 1984) . Recent research (e.g., Everts 2003; Fine and De Soucey 2005; Holmes and Marra 2002; Plester and Sayers 2007) has shown that groups often develop unique styles and traditions of joking and teasing as part of group culture. Humor helps to define the group, delineating members from outsiders, establishing and maintaining commitment to the group, and expressing and reinforcing the boundaries of acceptable behavior within the group. Humor is used to soften implied criticisms and directives and to negotiate differences of power and authority; it can also be used by inferiors to challenge or subvert power and status hierarchies and to assert solidarity among members of subgroups. Other research (e.g. Terrion and Ashford 2002) highlights the socialfacilitative and interpersonal bonding role of humor. When a complex or morally ambiguous topic is under discussion, humor may provide a means for introducing information and expressing responses that might otherwise seem mutually contradictory or otherwise reprehensible, and for introducing potentially offensive or controversial information and ideas while avoiding taking direct responsibility for them.
The work and family groups observed in recent research on humor often have clearly defined boundaries. Consistent with Social Identity Theory (Ca pozza and Brown 2000; Tajfel and Turner 1986) and the superiority / a ggression theories of humor (e.g., Gruner 1997; Zillman and Cantor 1976) we would expect the humor in a clearlydefined group to be directed at outgroups or, when it is used within the group, to be used in a way that either reinforces the status hierarchy (when directed at less powerful members of the group) or subverts the status hierarchy (when directed at more powerful members of the group). However, within the family and friendship groups studied by Norrick (1993) , much of the apparently aggressive humor was both welcomed and e njoyed by the apparent target of the "aggression," and seemed to build rather than undermine a spirit of conviviality; similar patterns are observed by Ter rion and Ashford (2002) among the group of police executives they observed. On the other hand, in the groups studied by Drew (1987) , much of the teasing had a barbed edge and was either rejected or repaired by the target, for example by correcting the teaser or reaffirming the serious state of affairs (Attardo 1994) . Gruner (1997) claims that all humor is aggressive, although he recognizes some aggressive humor as playful, similar to the mock aggression of "rough andtumble" play. However, as Martin (2007) points out, Gruner's claim is based on an obsolete theory of evolution and a definition of aggression that is so broad as to be unrefutable. Gruner also asserts that play always involves competition, and cannot be "fun" unless it involves the possibility of win ning or losing, but Kohn (1986) provides extensive evidence that people often actively dislike competition and prefer noncompetitive play. Even in rough andtumble physical play, among both animals and humans the dominant ani mal usually "holds back" enough to permit the playmate to "win" frequently (Martin 2007) , thus mitigating the competition as well as the aggression. A rather different view of evolution is suggested by Dunbar (1996; , and a contrasting view of language play is suggested by Carter (2004) and Cook (2000) .
Drawing on growing evidence of a correlation between the size of the cere bral cortex and the complexity of social organization in several species of pri mates (as well as other mammals and birds), Dunbar proposes that the evolu tion of advanced cognitive abilities in general and language in particular has been in part driven by the pressures of living in large and complex social struc tures. Dunbar argues that language serves both as an extension of grooming behaviors observed among other primate species and as a means of exchang ing information about the social structure of an extended group ("gossip"). Among other species of primates, grooming is used to build and maintain co alitions, and appears to function at least in part by means of the pleasure of being groomed. It is apparent from research on other species that play is also a source of pleasure; for example the opportunity to play has been found to serve as well as food as a reward in conditioning experiments (Fagen, 1995) . Among humans, language play in particular, including nonsense as well as humor, is a source of pleasure among both adults and children (Cook 2000; Martin 2007 ).
Carter (2004) and Cook (2000) provide extensive examples demonstrating the extent to which humans, adults as well as children, derive enjoyment from playing with every aspect of language, from its sounds and rhythms through word meanings and narrative structures (for a discussion of playful and hu morous use of metaphorical language see Glucksberg 2001 and Dyhouse 2008) . Although Dunbar does not go into detail about the forms of language used as a substitute for and extension of physical grooming, it is well established that humor can relieve emotional stress and contribute to healing (Lefcourt 2001; Martin 2007) , and a "grooming" function based on the mutual enjoyment of humor is certainly consistent with evidence that humor can con tribute to group solidarity and bonding (Attardo 1994; Martin 2007) .
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Humor and the constitution of social reality amid conflicting social identities
The research reported in the following was undertaken as part of a larger proj ect designed to understand how socially intimate groups talk about politically, morally, and emotionally sensitive topics. An overarching objective of this project is to understand how groups constitute their understanding of external situations that affect them (their social reality) through their casual "everyday" conversations and simultaneously maintain themselves as coherent social units. A more immediate objective is to understand how figurative language contrib utes to a group's ability to negotiate a diversity of viewpoints within an overall commitment to group cohesion and solidarity. Thus, the objectives of the proj ect combine research on the social processes of group cohesion with research on the distributed cognitive processes involved in establishing and formulating "positions" with respect to issues of mutual interest to group members.
Research on social identity has been criticized both for focusing on inter group communication to the exclusion of communication within the group, and for emphasizing a single identity and ignoring the fact that multiple identi ties may operate simultaneously and sometimes in conflict with one another (Crisp and Hewstone 2000; Worchel et al. 2000) . The group within which the conversation reported herein took place exemplifies yet another level of com plexity. Consistent with Crisp and Hewstone, each member of this group has multiple social identities, and many of these come into play during the conver sation. But most of the participants, half of whom are students, are also at a life stage at which social identities often undergo radical changes. Several of the participants in this conversation had, in the recent past, identified with a bo heme, "hippie" lifestyle. To various degrees most of the participants were at the time of the conversation engaged in processes ( pursuing college degrees, starting careers) that are at least to some extent contradictory with the anti materialist, boheme values that had previously been professed by several of them. Because these values appear to be associated to some extent with the state of homelessness, the content of their discussion of homelessness was i nevitably influenced by the apparent contradictions between their lingering boheme social identities and their emergent middleclass social identities. These withinperson contradictions were emphasized by differences among the group members, which resulted in frequent bouts of joking and teasing.
During the initial analysis of the conversation reported herein, it became apparent that, in addition to the functions related to group identity, cohesion, and boundarymaintenance identified in previous research (Attardo 1994; Martin 2007) , humor served a distinctly cognitive function, providing a vehicle through which group members were able to express and work out their com plex personal responses to the emotionally charged and multifaceted issues related to homelessness and poverty in the midst of comfort and plenty. For many of them, humor also provided a means to express the contradictions not only between the value commitments of different group members but also be tween the boheme values some members were relinquishing and the middle class value commitments they were beginning to adopt. Finally, consistent with Dunbar's (1996) theory of the "grooming" function of language and Mar tin's (2007) observations about the socialbonding effects of shared pleasure, the humor also helped facilitate the social interaction by provided a basis for mutual enjoyment.
The conversation
The data analyzed herein were gathered by two students in an advanced semi nar on figurative language and humor (Ellison and Boyer 2008) , using a for mat based on the "peer group discussions" initially developed by Gamson (1992) and Sasson (1995) . In contrast to more traditional focus groups, in "peer group discussions" participants are acquainted with each other outside of the research setting, fewer participants are used in each group, and the discus sions are held in an informal social setting. Sasson argues that this approach encourages participants to interact more intensely and with less reserve and is more likely to give an accurate reflection of the subculture from which subjects are drawn.
Participants
For this study, six young adults, including two moderators, were invited to meet in the living room of one of the moderators and talk about issues re lated to homelessness. Three members of the group and one moderator are male, one participant and one moderator are female. The two moderators and one other participant are students at a large urban university in Portland, Ore gon, a midsized western U.S. city. One of the males in the group, R, has him self been homeless on more than one occasion, for periods of time ranging from a few weeks to several months. R also appears to be the most politically sophisticated -and the most liberal -of the participants. The other partici pants represent political and social views that range from moderately conser vative to very liberal.
Analysis
To preserve anonymity, all participants are designated only by an initial. De tails of transcription and coding are given in Appendix A. The transcribed data were first analyzed, using a combination of "bottomup" and "topdown" anal ysis (Cameron 2007) , for the pattern of metaphors and narratives (the results of the metaphor analysis are reported elsewhere). During this analysis, nu merous instances of playful and humorous communicative behavior were noted. These include stories told with humorous intent, teasing and humorous insults exchanged between participants, and humorous metacomments about the research process itself. Subsequent to the completion of the metaphor anal ysis, the instances of humor and play were identified and subjected to further analysis.
Overview of the conversation
A conversation held in the peergroup format can at best approximate a n aturallyoccurring conversation, and participants will inevitably be aware of the research setting. This awareness must be considered as part of the commu nicative context throughout the interpretation of the data (Gamson 1992; Sas son 1995) . The participants in this conversation directly addressed the p urposes of the research and joked about the research process itself several times during the conversation. Nonetheless, all participants seem to have been fully and sincerely engaged with the topic, and it is apparent from their joking and teas ing that they participated in the conversation as an ordinary social interaction.
Several themes became apparent early in the analysis. Tensions between dis tance and empathy, boheme antimaterialistic and more conventional middle class values, cynicism and pity, and personblame vs. systemblame appeared early and reappeared throughout. There were also frequent contrasts -between the city in which the conversation took place (Portland) and other cities in the U.S. and Europe ( particularly New York and Amsterdam), between "real" homeless persons and "rich kids from the suburbs," between "the system" and "the street." Participants repeatedly mentioned that Portland attracts an u nusual number of homeless people because the city is friendly to them -although on one of these occasions R, the one member of the group who had actually been homeless, ironically noted that the homeless are shunted away from the center of the city into a permanent encampment called "Dignity Village."
Throughout the conversation one person would speak for several intonation units, usually a halfminute but sometimes longer, often interrupted by brief backchannel comments. Then several participants would make brief com ments in response to the preceding monologue, and the pattern would be re peated. In most cases, at least one story was related or referenced during this prolonged turn. In some cases, a story was interrupted by another person's prolonged turn, then resumed and finished. Themes introduced in one story were frequently picked up, repeated, and sometimes transformed in later turns (see Cameron 2007).
Humor
Several examples of humor occur in connection with stories that make fun of homeless people or "the system." However, humorous stories also celebrate the humanity of homeless people, including stories in which homeless people get the better of "the system" in one way or another, and several instances of h umor are at the expense of the person telling the story. Another large category of humor involves quips and jokes either about the research process or serving to deflate one or another of the participants, at least in part as a means of control ling the conversation.
Making fun of the homeless
The conversation opened with a pair of narratives about encountering home less people, in which stock images of homeless panhandlers are invoked: 0139 S: I. . uh. . I'm the same way. Really don't think about it. 0142 When I do think about it I say ^outlandish, ridiculous^ things [l aughter] 0145 Because its fun to be. . you know. . offensive and upsetting to people, 0149 but . . . um. . Itits a lot of. . cliché things that come to mind. 0155 Like somebody standing on the side of. . 0157 the freeway, with a ^sign^ and a ^dog^ . . . This "sign and a dog" image recurred repeatedly, often paired with a humorous comment. It was followed almost immediately by another narrative, which emphasized yet another homelessness stereotype: This basic avoidance narrative, with its implicit aggression and assertion of superiority with respect to homeless people is echoed several times in different versions, sometimes in a light and humorous tone, sometimes in a more serious tone.
Beginning a story about a panhandler who was at the same intersection for several months, S repeats a common stereotype: "And there were always the same. . bums. . bums? . . I don't know. . like. . I don always the same fuckers out there. . with their fucking signs" Laughter] (S, 0927-0935). Switching from humor at the expense of the homeless to joking about the research pro cess, P remarks, "Much better topic" (P, 0938), S replies, "Tran Transcribe it, um. ." [Laughter] (S, 0939) and R exclaims "Ye=es."
Late in the conversation in a discussion about why homeless people all have dogs, S (4821) says "I also think they are a good pity button!" and R (4825) responds, "That's what babies are for. ." (general laughter). Here the humor is more complex, combining an implied denigration of homeless people with a subversive cynicism.
Early in the conversation, participants draw a distinction between the genu inely downandout" homeless and "rich kids" who are merely "slumming." In response to one of R's stories about his own life "on the streets," B starts a question about the homeless subculture, then protests, This is followed up by several sympathetic comments about "older people," people who actually are desperate. "Usually they're homeless. . for a reason and they're not just. . some rich kid from {suburb}. And they actually have [well] a. . problem or. . whether it be a drinking problem or a mental health [yeah]" (J, 0559-0608). Subsequently, most of the comments and stories about the first group, the "genuinely" homeless, are relatively sympathetic; the sharpest humor was directed toward the second group, the suburban kids out "slumming." Given the boheme sympathies of several members of the group, this sharp criticism of "kids from the suburbs," perhaps acting according to an idealistic vision similar to their own, is particularly interesting. The implicit contrast between the genuine and the pretense becomes explicit in an extended discussion of Jack Kerouac and Charles Bukowsky later in the conversation, to which I will return.
Later, after P mentions that Portland is a magnet for runaways, J concurs: "My best friend from Kansas was totally gonna move here when I lived here. Just. . [ just as], I mean. . because [yeah] and I was like. . You fucking idiot [Laughs] it's just stupid" (J, 1524 -1531) . R embellishes the point: "Yeah, you don't know about rain do you?" (R, 1532). [Laughter] In a story directed at the situation of homelessness at least as much as at homeless people themselves, J describes a videogame idea, which P links to an episode on a popular TV program:
4845 J: I once had a concept for a video game. . there're bummer zombies 4848 and you had to like shoot the zombies. . but not the bums 4851 and they would all come after you. . like awwww . . . 4855 S: that's a great idea (laughter) 4857 P: ^Change! Change!4 859 have you seen that South Park episode? . . 4902 it was on the last South Park. . it was like the night of the living bums 4907 ^and^ basically bums invaded South Park 4909 and they're all just going around 4911 ^Change! Change!4 913 (general laughter) 4916 R: That's how it is in Portland! . . 4918 the key is if you see somebody approach 4920 you hit them up for money first (haha) This extended passage is interesting in several ways. P might have spoiled J's performance ( by alleging that the idea originated with the TV show) but in stead reinforced it by repeating basically the same idea while drawing the m edia connection. This and other instances of collaborative humor contradicts claims that humor is always in some sense competitive (e.g., Gruner 1997) . It is a layered comparison (Clark 1996; see also Attardo's 2001 discussion of "intertextual" jokes) -J's (and P's) story contains the South Park episode, which in turn contains old horror movies, complete with a playful distortion of the title of a classic movie about zombies ( Night of the Living Dead ), r endering the troublesome encounters with people asking for money in a harm lessly comic image. As an apparent aggression against homeless people, this is rather mild, inasmuch as the implied criticism is softened and rendered c omical by the implication that they are, like zombies, bereft of will.
Scatological humor: Turning the tables
Swearwords are frequent, and scatological humor appears throughout the con versation. The most interesting comes about thirty minutes into the conversa tion, when J repeats a possibly apocryphal story: 3937 J: On the east coast I think, Boston or somewhere 3939 my friend was telling me about this. . it was all over the news. . like. . 3941 homeless people were taking shits in peoples cars 3942 inside their cars. . because they didn't. . 3943 have a place to go the bathroom. . they, they would like get arrested 3945 or. . whatever because they yah know 3947 P: That's the number one public nuisance in Amsterdam 3948 J: So they started shittin in people's cars. . like inside their cars 3950 they'd get in, take a shit, get out and you come back to your car 3953 (general laughter) 3954 and there's shit 3955 R: that's ^brilliant!^ That's subversive . . . people who own cars wait! 3958 (general laughter) 4000 P: get a bike! 4001 R: shit! I drove (laughter) 4003 B: you can't shit inside somebody's bike.
This story appears to have been introduced in part as an illustration of the prob lems homeless people cause others, but it also has the characteristics of "a good story" of the picaresque genre, where the loveable scalawag gets the better of those who represent propriety and order. It is clearly enjoyed by everyone pre sent both for the incongruous image (Attardo 2001; Gibbs 2006 ) and for the way in which the tables are turned on the middleclass automobile ownersand on those who persist in commuting by car ("get a bike!") It is also interest ing, given the frequency with which "shit" and other expletives appear in the transcript, that J used the euphemistic "to go the bathroom" while telling this story. This sense of ambivalence is reinforced by the transition from a literal use of "shit" (line 3954) to an exclamatory use (4001) and back to a literal use (4003).
In addition to this bawdy story about soiling people's automobiles, there were several more gently humorous stories in which the basic humanity of homeless people is celebrated. In one, J (who lives in an area of downtown Portland that has many homeless people) is asked how it is to live there, and prefaces his reply with the following story: In one of the first intrusions of material from the media, P describes a come dian's routine he saw on the web: "He was basically talking about being home less. It was kind of a joke thing. But it was really real at the same time. He was talking about how everyone goes 'Well why don't you just go out and get a job?' And he's like 'Well, I can't go get a job because I don't have an address. And without and address, I can't. . get a paycheck' . . . [yeah] " (P, 0730 -0744) .
This repeated comedy routine leads to a serious comment about cell phones as a substitute for an actual residence, which then leads into another long story about a homeless person "scamming the system." [Laughter] 0918 J: he's probably just gonna sell it. . I suppose.
Here, J seems to be simultaneously critical of the cell phone sales agent, as a representative of the stupidities of the capitalist system, and both critical of and sympathetic toward the homeless person. The ensuing interchange about charging it, paying the bill, etc., collaboratively reinforces the incongruity, but R restores the underlying issue of deprivation when he observes seriously that "Dude everybody has needs." (It is interesting that this comment did not come up during the many discussions of urinating and defecating on the street and in parks.)
In a serious vein, S observes "We all have jobs" and R interjects, "shitty." (2156). This theme is elaborated later, during a long discussion critiquing the Capitalist "system," when R says, "Like you know, its not the fittest will sur vive. Its like, the person who's willing to get fucked the most, and go through the most schooling, is gonna survive. Like. ." (R, 2427-2432) . J (2434) inter jects "Fuck the most. . other people over." [yeah] and R finishes, "Who [laugh ter] has no conscience" [yeah, exactly] ." There are many examples throughout the conversation in which a serious observation is undermined or at least qual ified by ironic or joking backchannel comments.
Making fun of higher education
During a long section in which the participants criticize the capitalist "system," higher education (the local university in particular) becomes the butt of the critique -and of the humor: "There is no one way to live life. And I think the, the homeless. . the word homeless, itself is, uh. . is like a fuckin buzz word or whatever. [ 
discussing it. (R, 2557-2619).
A few minutes later, R extends the critical humor to embrace the participants in the conversation themselves: "Th, the people that are going to school in this room we're going. . yes, quote, 'to help people' as we all like to say, but. . naw, communication majors, they're goin to make ^money^." (R, 2923-2932 (J, 2901-2915 ). It appears that J in tended these comments seriously, but others picked up on the humorous ele ments as well as the underlying serious intent of the metaphor. This kind of "conversation management" humor occurs frequently during the last half of the conversation.
Conversation management humor
In several places, one or another of the participants "gets too serious," and humor is used (sometimes by others, sometimes by the speaker himself ) to moderate the serious tone. R, who has himself experienced several periods of homelessness and displays an apparent radical left political consciousness in several parts of the conversation, was a frequent target. For example, at one point R suggests that there is "An illness within society, like, um. . completely interrelated with drugs . . . and mental illness uh . . . infantile sexuality no, whatever [ha ha] like . . . [Laughter] some [laughter] Seriously, like, some thing" [laughter] (R, 1105-1117). R's tone here is selfeffacing and appears to combine a highminded use of complex concepts with a lowkey selfmockery. Later, when R is talking seriously about the prospect for homelessness to get worse, and predicts a general societal collapse, one of the other participants exclaims, "Homeless of the world, unite!" In these passages and several others, R combines seriousness with self mockery: When the group turns his com ments into a joke, he goes along with the humor, then attempts to steer the conversation back to a more serious tone.
In another example, after another long monologue in which he predicts a general collapse of civilization, R brings up Africa as an example. This exchange is interesting on several levels. It is very likely that S under stood R's comment about "that's where we are headed" as metaphorical, but by treating it as a literal declaration of travel plans, S deflated the hyperbolic v ision of apocalyptic doom R had just sketched, and thereby reinstated the mood of merriment.
In what starts out as more social critique, R begins 3718 S: I could call that homeless person or um . . . 3723 I put it in my purse when I see them 3724 and then I put my purse in my jacket (haha)
Here, the group picks up on two themes from previous humorous anecdotes and makes fun of their own culture and its obsession with cellphones and other instant communication media. At the end, S connects the joking about cellphones with the idea that people might be afraid of homeless people in a playful, joking way. A few minutes after this exchange, P tells a story about how he responds to requests for a change or a cigarette he insists on something in return: 5039 P: Ok! . . it I ever have a guy ask me for something like that, 5042 I always ask them what they're gonna give me for it . . . 5046 R: yeah! 5048 P: Because I wanna anecdote. . I want some like story. . 5051 or something like that. I find it to be a fair trade to get something out of it. 5056 R: Yes! Deconstruct yourself to their level. . that's the hierarchy . . . 5104 what we tell ourselves is that we're better than these people . . . 5108 these people are subhuman. Its not that at all. They're you and me, 5112 your second cousins whatever sister. That's who they are 5116 they're people and they have families and situations. . (R, 1419-1429) . Near the end of a long social cri tique, S talks about how to get people to stop using drugs, and R exclaims, "Hey, we are these people, S" (R, 2526) There ensues a discussion of quit ting drugs, at the end of which S says, "I stopped because the girl I bought drugs from ran out." (S, 2545).
General playfulness; making fun of ourselves
There is a good deal of teasing and joking about material possessions, includ ing the previously described bit about cellphones, and a bit directed toward one of the moderators about his salmoncolored sweater. P reminds one of his friends about an earlier episode in which they thought about running away to Washington or California, and the group exchange fantasy quips about being homeless in California, where "everyone has a Coach purse and an iPhone, and even the homeless get plastic surgery." In a different passage, after a critique of "shitty parents," there is a series of ironic exchanges about the prediction that members of this group will be better parents.
Comparing humans to other animals, R comments, "Well ^hey!^ look at uh. . look at every other animal. . though enn every other animal. . by our defi nition would be homeless, and all ^we are is animated dirt, and uh. . guts, and uh. . shit, and cum and uh . . . piss and bile^ (general laughter) (coughing) ^^ just like every other species^^ on. . the vplanetv. . though so like how come we don't like. . you know. . consider other animals on the planet homeless like. . well the society its so confusing. . ^Yah!^ but. . (R, 3039-3107) . S (3123) as serts that "then it comes back to possession," and R responds, "Which ^I^ think is. . is the knack of society like. . like uh. . hey it's a great white like. . uh ^I own you bitch^ [well. . uh] like ^we're going to have s=ex.^ (R, 3125-3132).
In a later section of the sustained social critique, R says, "^^and its s=o funny like uh. . just going through the motions like. . its like. . seen it sold" (laughter). (R, 3312-3316). It's not clear what R was referring to, but J asks, "Seamen? Sold?" and P follows up, "did you say semen?" "Yah" (R, 3321). "Not semen" (S, 3323). (general laughter) "^Come on!^" (R, 3324). This cul minates in another bit of teasing about the research purposes of the conversa tion: "Edit that out" (P, 3326).
Two instances of selfparody occur during a discussion of the "noble out cast" ideal, during which Jack Kerouac and Charles Bukowski are discussed at length. S says "^Its romantic!^," but not "in the like. . Julia Roberts movie kinda way" (S, 3405-3409) . Then P begins a fantasy, "I would love to be that guy who travels [its this big beautiful idea] Following a discussion of overpopulation S spins his own fantasy of how to solve the homeless problem: "then we'll eventually run out of oil and then bury them and turn them into oil. That's my plan." (general laughter) (S, 3501-3505).
Meta-communication: Humor about the research itself
There were several cynical remarks about the research project for which the conversation was conducted. When one of the moderators asks J, who has been relatively quiet for a while, if "there is anything else. . like that has floated though you head or like. ." J responds, in a quiet voice, "No not too much. Just trying not to think about it too= much" (general laughter) (B, J, 4222-4227) .
At the very end, S asks the moderator, "Satisfied yet?" J suggests "just say a bunch of foul shit into the (chuckle). ." and one of the moderators adds, "Seven dirty words of George Carlin [yah uh. . ] umm. . I think you've said most of them [haha] ." The other members of the group then do an inventory of the "dirty words" everyone spoke, ostensibly to be sure Carlin's (1972) entire list had been covered.
Summary
As one would expect, some of the humor is at the expense of the lower status homeless people, particularly at the expense of kids "from the suburbs" who go "slumming," and some is at the expense of "the system," including the educa tional system, which has power over the participants. But much of this seems more like playing with the language than any expression of spite or maliceand there is also an abundance of humor that expresses sympathy, if only indi rectly, for the plight of the homeless. There are repeated instances of affection ate teasing within the group, including teasing that seems to be directed at keeping the discussion from "becoming too serious," and maintaining a tone of enjoyable sociability. A disproportionate part of this teasing is directed at R, who as a result of his own experiences of homelessness and his leftist political leanings seems more disposed than the others to serious political monologues. However, R takes it in good part and in several instances joins in, making fun of himself and using selfdirected humor as a way of managing the conversa tion. Indeed, much of the teasing directed at R seems to express an underlying respect for the fact that he has led the most Boheme lifestyle, that he has actu ally experienced what he talks about. R, in turn, repeatedly teases S for her apparent materialism. Both R and S take the teasing in good part and in several instances join in, making fun of themselves. There is no evidence that any participant is in any sense excluded from the easy camaraderie of the group at any point, or that any participant takes offense at the teasing. Humor is found throughout the conversation, but it becomes both more frequent and more playful toward the end than in the beginning, perhaps reflecting the group's growing comfort (or boredom) with the topic.
Discussion
Humor appeared throughout this conversation, which is not surprising in a group composed of single men and women in their midtwenties. Interestingly, there were no conventional jokes, aside from a few references to comedy rou tines from mass media, and only a handful of puns. There were many stories, some quite short and others extended, some serious, some told with humorous intent, and others told with serious intent but converted into humor by the re sponses of listeners. There were also many examples of mockinsulting "put down" humor similar to that described by Terrion and Ashforth (2002) , along with wordplay and copious use of expletives.
Implications for humor theory
Consistent with previous research (Gruner 1997; Zillman and Canto, 1976) , mockaggressive humor appears throughout, as does humor based on incon gruous images (Attardo 1994; Perlmutter 2002; Raskin 1985; Raskin and Attardo 1994) ; often these two themes appear in the same segment. How ever, the nature and target of the disparagement shifts as the conversation pro gresses, from stock images of homeless people begging beside the freeway with "a sign and a dog," to disparagement of "rich kids from the suburbs" who are characterized as "slumming," to a more general disparagement of conven tional society, which is observed much more frequently than disparagement of "genuine homeless" people, especially in the last half of the conversation.
Much of the apparently aggressive humor takes the form of teasing. Consis tent with Norrick's (1993) observation with respect to the family and friend ship groups he studied, these overtly aggressive jokes and quips are apparently enjoyed as much by the "victims" as by the others, and seems to serve a social bonding function (see also Attardo 2001; Gibbs and Izett 2005) . The tone throughout is playful and lighthearted; only in a few cases does it have even a hint of the bitterness or anger one would associate with genuine aggression. Even the humor directed at "the system" generally, or at the university in which some of the participants are enrolled, fails to show signs of genuinely aggres sive intent. These instances include sarcastic comments about research papers (sometimes explicitly including the research assignment for which this conver sation was itself being taped) or ironic contrasts between the comfortable lives of those participating in the research and the hardships experienced by the homeless people who were the topic of the conversation.
Most of the humor is more playful than aggressive in tone, consistent with Martin (2007) . Even in the many instances in which humor is used ( by himself and others) to mitigate R's politicized monologues, or by R (and others) to criticize the consumerist leanings of group members (S in particular), there is no evidence they are intended or taken as attacks on the target's integrity, standing in the group, or even the ideas they express. Some of the data could be interpreted in support of a disparagement or aggression theory of humor, but only at the expense of obscuring the important distinction between the genu inely hostile aggression of sexist or racist jokes or putdowns directed at a rival or a disliked outsider, and the mockaggression of playful insults exchanged between friends.
As Gibbs (2006) observes with respect to metaphor, humor is a complex phenomenon and it is unlikely that a single theory will account for all aspects of it. Superiority and aggression must certainly play an important part in some humor, but the attempt to apply superiority and aggression to all humor re quires so generalizing these concepts that they are rendered almost meaning less. Similarly, humor often seems to involve the abrupt resolution of an incon gruity, often in a way that results in an abrupt increase in relevance (Ritchie 2005; Yus 2003) , but many of the instances of apparent humor identified in the foregoing do not involve any incongruity beyond play with words and sounds. As one of the anonymous reviewers pointed out, wordplay itself, especially when it involves distortion of sounds or ordinary meanings, can be considered "incongruous," but that form of incongruity is quite different from the incon gruous images associated with, for example, homeless people soiling peoples' automobiles or riding down a hill in a shopping cart, or the exaggerated incon gruities found in conventional jokes about impossible or improbable events such as an animal ordering a drink in a bar or an elephant hiding in a strawberry patch (see also Martin 2007).
Humor in managing conversation
Humor is used throughout the conversation to help maintain a balance between the playful, joking tone of a social interaction among friends and the more s erious tone of a topical discussion called for by the framing task of collecting research data; this use of humor included several instances of teasing and jok ing about the research task itself. Humor is also used in several places (often by R himself ) to shorten or moderate R's long monologues in the interest of maintaining an equitable distribution of speaking turns and a convivial tone.
Negotiating social relationships and identities
Several studies have shown how humor is used to establish and maintain r elationships, and establish individual identities within these relationships in work groups (Holmes and Marra 2002; Plester and Sayers 2007; Terrion and Ashford 2002) and within families (Everts 2003; Norrick 1993 ). Teasing and "putdowns" can be important in maintaining relationships both within work groups (Plester and Sayers 2007; Terrion and Ashford 2002) and among family members and friends (Everts 2003; Norrick 1993) , and this form of humor is seen throughout the homelessness discussion. In this conversation, as in the conversations reported by Everts, silliness, fantasy, and language play are also used extensively, both for relational purposes and for negotiating participants' individual conflicting identities.
The social identity process in this group appears to be quite complex. In the culture of the Western United States, young adults often enjoy a few years after completion of high school in which they are relatively free of responsibilities; they may travel, change jobs, apartments, and romantic partners frequently, drop in and out of college. Several of the participants in this conversation had previously experimented with the exaggerated freedom of the "hippie" life style, including the use of inexpensive alcohol and illegal drugs typically as sociated with "street people." Possible concerns about substance abuse and "quitting" are themselves joked about in S's comment (line 2545) that "I stopped because the girl I bought drugs from ran out."
All of the participants are at a life stage when young people typically begin to think about career, marriage, and a generally more stable, less "free" life style. As the prolonged exchange about Bukowsky and Kerouac demonstrate, to varying degrees they identify both with the conventional middleclass groups who disapprove of homelessness and with the "real" homeless people, while disparaging the "slumming" of "rich kids from the suburbs" who play at being homeless. Much of the bawdy humor, as well as the extensive use of expletives throughout the conversation seems to express these conflicting social i dentities.
An important aspect of both cultural and individual identity is memory. Schank and Abelson (1995) argued that memory is at the individual level pri marily based on stories. Although Schank and Abelson do not discuss the role of storytelling in collective memory, it is evident, especially in the data re ported by Everts (2003) , that retelling familiar stories, often but not always humorous stories, is important both to group cohesion and to establishing and maintaining individual identities within a group. In the conversation analyzed in this essay, humorous stories are used in several places to establish individual identities with respect to both this group and other groups and, as noted in the preceding paragraph, to work out the participants' ambivalent attitudes toward the "real" homeless people, the rich kids slumming," and the manifestations of "the system," including the university in which some of them were enrolled at the time of the conversation. Thus, the conversation shifted frequently be tween humorous anecdotes that disparaged homeless people, excused or even celebrated homeless people, disparaged conventional middle class mores and values, reinstated or justified middle class mores and values, and so on. It is also notable that the themes from one story are frequently repeated and de veloped in later stories, a process similar to the repetition and development of metaphors which Cameron (2007) identifies as a vehicle for relational d evelopment.
Constructing an understanding of homelessness
The task set for the group was to "discuss," and by implication to increase their understanding of homelessness as a state of existence. The conversation started with stock images and narratives of homeless people begging for change (cer tainly the most visible aspect of homelessness), and proceeded with many other narratives, many of them told in a way to bring out their humor, that il lustrated different aspects of the homelessness problem.
The repeated joking references to defecation and urination seemed to serve an important function by introducing in a humorous way the practical difficul ties (and associated humiliations) experienced by homeless people in an urban environment in which available toilets are frequently locked or reserved "for customers only." The banter about the homeless person acquiring a cellphone and R's selfmocking reference to his own homeless experience as a "havea tent kind of homelessness" extend this to a more general awareness of the disconnect between the takenforgranted accessories of modern life and the very real deprivations of homelessness.
Topics for future research
The foregoing analysis suggests several avenues that may prove fruitful in fu ture research. Dunbar's (1996; ideas about the "grooming" function of language use calls out for further research on how the shared pleasure of humor and other forms of language play contribute to social bonding, independent of the actual content (see also Attardo 2001) . The playful and metaphorical ele ments in humor have only recently begun to receive the attention they merit (Martin 2007) : It would be useful to explore the use of wordplay and language play generally in humor. Similarly, Schank and Abelson's ideas about the role of stories in individual memory suggest a fruitful line of inquiry into the way humorous stories build and maintain group identities (and common ground), and the use of these stories as a resource for building social relationships through shared enjoyment.
This research was conducted within a purely social group, convened to dis cuss this topic at least in part as a favor to the two moderators, to assist the moderators in a school project, and its generalizability is accordingly limited. Future research will extend this approach to other informal conversations as well as to observation of interactions among taskoriented groups as they dis cuss a variety of complex issues that evoke ambivalent responses.
Conclusion
The participants in this conversation represent a diverse range of social back grounds and political views, ranging from newleft radicalism to moderate po litical and social conservatism. This range of life experience and political and social views is apparent throughout the conversation: These friends have dis cussed social and political issues before, and they are well aware from the b eginning of the conversation of the differences among their views. The hu morous stories as well as the joking and teasing provide a lowthreat means to express their nuanced views, and allow individual members of the group a means to express both disapproval of and sympathy for homeless people. The group does not arrive at anything like a consensus during this conversation, but through the stories and teasing members of the group are able to work out their individual identities with respect to the topic and the group, expressing a more nuanced view of homelessness without by any means conforming to a unitary group norm. The social solidarity of the group does not seem to be threatened by this internal diversity; rather, the diversity is rendered as a source of mutual enjoyment through the teasing and joking.
Many of these stories have clearly been told before, in other social settings, and those that elicit a favorable response (the "good stories") will be repeated, with narrative improvements, in future social interactions. Thus, this conversa tion reveals an ongoing process through which the culture comes to terms with the troubling issues surrounding homelessness, a process in which humor plays a crucial role. The mediabased humor (the web comedian's routine, the refer ence to Carlin's "seven words" monologue, and the episode from South Park) plays an obvious role in this process; stories like homeless people relieving themselves in people's cars and the homeless person getting a cell phone are equally important. Humor, like metaphor, plays an important cognitive as well as emotional role in facilitating the expression and dissemination of facts ("Dude, homeless people have needs too") and their implications (if public toilets are unavailable or locked, people will relieve themselves wherever they can).
These data also illustrate a playful dimension of humor that is too often n eglected. It is apparent throughout that the participants thoroughly enjoyed the conversation and the humor, including the teasing and mockinsults. Dun bar (1996) has proposed that language originally developed as an extension of primate "grooming," a way both to create and maintain coalitions by giving each other pleasure and to learn about social structure through "gossip." Both types of functions, learning about the social structure ("gossip") and bonding through shared pleasure ("grooming") are apparent in the joking among this group of friends. Even the apparently aggressive teasing is evidently enjoyed by all parties in this conversation (Martin 2007; Norrick 1993 ; but see also Drew 1987) . There is evidence in these data that group solidarity is maintained through humor that differentiates the group both from the homeless on one hand and from conventional society on the other, as well as through humorous teasing based on intragroup differences. Most of all, the shared enjoyment of the stories, the jokes, and the teasing contributes directly to maintaining the solidarity of the group.
The conversation reported herein provides an example of how humor is used not only to reduce intragroup tensions resulting from differences in social and political views, but also to introduce unpleasant and potentially objectionable information into the mutual awareness or of group members, thus building "common ground" (Clark 1996) and to facilitate the participants' development of more nuanced and complex responses to the topic of homelessness, within the context of membership in and identification with the group. The result is not a consensus or even any decrease in differences among group members' opinions, but the participants did seem to accommodate their views to the group by expressing a more complex understanding of the issue itself as well as of the range of responses people have to the issue. The combination of in congruous images and sentimental humor introduced during the conversation renders it easier for participants to acknowledge the humanity (and complex motivations) of homeless people without necessarily accepting or approving of their lifestyle or specific behaviors.
Humor, abetted by narratives and metaphor, served the group well in several ways. Humor helped to maintain an appropriate tone throughout the conver sation, facilitated introduction of otherwise embarrassing or awkward topics, and provided a vehicle through which participants were able to work out the conflicts and contradictions within their own shifting social identities in rela tion to the complex topic of homelessness. The incongruities brought out by many of the humorous stories reflect the incongruity of the phenomenon of homelessness in the midst of plenty, and also reflect the incongruities experi enced by young people at a stage in life when they are giving up the freedom and irresponsibility of youth in exchange for the more mature satisfactions of career and family. Although much of the humor used in this discussion a ppeared at first glance to express speakers' felt superiority (with respect to homeless people, "rich kids from the suburbs," and middle class mores and values of "the system"), the raw edge of its apparent aggressiveness was tempered throughout by a more gentle and playful form of humor that celebrated the es sential dignity and humanity of the homeless people.
It seems likely that these and similar jokes, quips, and teases are repeated in multitudes of conversations, by these people in other social settings and by other young people like them. This interlocking network of conversations pro vides a primary medium for the dissemination of information and the forma tion and transformation of views about societal issues (see Cameron 2007) . The humor plays a complex role including motivating the spread of informa tion and attitudes as well as facilitating the expression of troubling and often mutually contradictory responses. By analyzing the use of humor in casual conversations of this type we can gain a clearer understanding of the small scale interactions through which "social reality," including public opinion, is formed, transmitted, and transformed.
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Correspondence address: cgrd@pdx.edu Author's Note: The conversation reported herein was moderated, transcribed, and coded by two students, Berlin Boyer and Brandon Ellison, as part of a class project. Their assistance is deeply appreciated. The final version of the manuscript benefitted from the helpful comments and sugges tions of Brandon Ellison and three anonymous reviewers.
Appendix A: Transcription symbols:
Lines are numbered in four digits, with the first two digits representing the number of minutes into the conversation and the second two digits representing seconds. Quip will be used throughout to distinguish the kind of short, witty remark exemplified by epigrams and wordplay from puns and the narrative form of jokes, both of which have been far more extensively studied in previous research. Portland's light rail system. Portland is a famously bicycleoriented city, especially among liberal young adults.
